Activation of the alternative pathway by pneumococcal cell walls.
The present studies were performed in order to identify the pneumococcal subcellular component responsible for activating the alternative pathway. Purified pneumococcal cell walls were able to activate the alternative pathway at a concentration as low as 5 mug/ml and were more active than crude cell walls, which in turn were more active than the whole organism. Purified pneumococcal cell membranes also were able to activiate the alternative pathway but had less than 10% of the activity of the purified walls. Thus, the cell wall appears to play a major role in pneumococcal activation of the alternative pathway. Pneumococcal cell walls containing ethanolamine were as effective as cell walls containing choline in activating the alternative pathway. Since C-reactive protein binds specifically to the phosphorylcholine residue of pneumococcal C-polysaccharide, it is unlikely that pneumococcal cell walls must combine with C-reactive protein in order to activate the alternative pathway.